Topical agents for the treatment of chronic pain.
Unlike systemic analgesics, topical analgesics exert their analgesic activity locally and without significant systemic absorption. This is in contrast to transdermal analgesics, which require systemic absorption for clinical benefit. The mechanism of action of a particular topical analgesic is unique to the specific medication being used as a topical analgesic. Topical analgesics have been studied in an increasing number of painful clinical conditions, and the results of some of these studies are summarized in this article. The potential role of topical analgesics acting peripherally in affecting the central processing of pain as well as painful states considered to be "central," not "peripheral," also are reviewed.